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WIDESPREAD OVERTIME
AND 
WHY IT DOESN’T WORK 
Introduction
In the build-up to the 2006 Soccer World Cup being held in Germany, tournament stakeholders criticized factory 
conditions in the soccer products (footballs, shoes, and apparel) supply chain in both China and Thailand. The FLA saw 
an opportunity to test its sustainable compliance methodology. The association had been developing a new approach 
with the primary objective of strengthening the capacity of suppliers to address root causes of noncompliance with 
sustainable solutions. 
The FLA launched the Soccer Project and brought together stakeholders from brands, suppliers and civil society to 
identify the issues that were most important to tackle in the soccer factories in China and Thailand. Two priority 
issues surfaced in the FLA’s consultations with these stakeholders: grievance procedures and hours of work. 
The following report provides insights into the problem of excessive hours of work based on the FLA’s work in the 
Soccer Project. Workers and worker support groups accused the factories of submitting workers to excessive 
working hours and long working periods without proper rest time. The project made use of the FLA’s new 
sustainability tool kit to get a better understanding of the issue and target areas for improvement. 
Among the tools deployed were the Sustainable Compliance Assessment Tool (SCAT), a self-assessment tool for 
factory managers, and the Sustainable Compliance Perceptions worker survey, which is administered by FLA-
accredited auditors. Results of the SCOPE and SCAT can be directly compared, and thus the two tools allow a 
factory and its clients to get a comprehensive, 360-degree evaluation of the issue in question. 
Below are aggregated results on how the workers perceive their situation in terms of hours of work and 
comparisons to what factory managers say about hours of work, as well as some observations about how each 
stacks up with the real situation in the factories. 
Tools
The Sustainable Compliance Assessment Tool (SCAT) for factory managers is a questionnaire that assesses factory 
performance on sustainable compliance issues. Each SCAT measures factors such as policy, procedure, training, 
implementation, communication, documentation, workers integration and awareness, which are all considered 
important elements of a factory’s compliance performance.
SCOPE is a tool designed by the FLA to evaluate sustainable compliance issues from the workers’ perspective. The 
SCOPE tool parallels the sustainable compliance self-assessment tool (SCAT) for factory managers by using a 
standardized quantitative questionnaire to gauge the perceptions of a representative sample from the factory’s entire 
workforce. 
Background information 
FLA service providers conducted the SCOPE worker surveys on Hours of Work from April to May 2008 in the 15 
factories participating in the Soccer Project (eight factories in Thailand and seven in China). All factories are suppliers 
for either adidas or Nike. In approximately the same period, the factories’ management completed the SCAT online 
assessments and received the results and analyses through the FLA Assessment Portal. The FLA sent each factory 
reports on the SCOPE and SCAT results to help factories develop their capacity building plans. 
SCOPE survey sample
Researchers decided on the number of workers to participate in the 
survey depending on the size of the factory, ensuring that the sample 
was representative for the whole workforce. The sample size varied 
from around 80 workers in small factories to around 200 in larger 
factories. Workers filled in the questionnaire during working hours. 
There were 2,083 workers in total who participated in the survey, 
among which:
• 73% are female;
• 58% are migrants;
• 57% grew up in the country side, in contrast to 27% coming from the 
cities;
• less than 1% have no schooling, 26% have completed primary school, 
43% have completed middle school, 20% have graduated from high 
school; 8% have completed technical school; and 3% had a higher degree from university;
• 9% live in the factory dorms, while the majority (91%) live outside of the factory compound. 
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Table 1: Survey sample description divided by country
%CHINA %THAILAND
Female workers 63 79
Migrant workers 82 4
Grew up 
in 
Country side 67 52
City 11 34
Education 
Level 
No schooling <0.5 0.5
Primary school 7 35
Middle school 70 31
High school 15 22
Technical school 7 8
University 1 3
Living in factory dorms 27 1
Workers perception of how much they work
The SCOPE results provide a better understanding of how workers perceived working hours and overtime. More 
than half (61%) of workers reported that they “sometimes or often” worked more than eight hours per day in a 
three month period prior to the survey, while 14% said that they did so every day. Of those who worked more than 
eight hours in a day, 73% of workers said they worked about nine to ten hours and 27% more than ten hours. In 
terms of weekly hours, 27% indicated that they worked more than 60 hours per week “sometimes or often” and 3% 
reported this happened “always”. Of those who worked more than 60 hours in a week, 56% worked between 61 to 
63 hours, 31% between 64 to 69 hours, and 13% worked more than 70 hours. In terms of continuous working days, 
13% of workers reported that they “sometimes or always” worked more than six days in a row. Of those who 
worked more than six days in a row, 75% of 
workers reported that the most number of days 
they worked without getting a day off in a three 
month period prior to the survey was 7 days, 
20% reported 8 to 24 days, and 5% had worked 
up to more than 24 days in a row.
Looking at the data separated for each country, 
we discover different patterns in Thailand and 
China. A higher percentage (53%) of Thai 
workers reported that they had worked more 
than 60 hours in a week, while only 36% of their Chinese counterparts reported so. Chinese workers, however, 
reported long working periods without rest days.  34% were said to have worked more than six days without a day 
off, a situation only described by 17% of the Thai workers. These results are also displayed in graph 1.
The findings here suggest that among the 
Chinese factories, overtime more likely took 
place in terms of longer working periods without 
a rest day rather than daily overtime. This 
difference may be explained to some extent by 
the different regulations regarding working hours 
in the two countries. Generally speaking, the Thai 
law is much more liberal than the Chinese. While 
both countries impose a rest day per seven days 
of work and define the maximum regular 
working hours at 8h/day, the overtime regulations 
differ significantly. The Chinese labor law states 
that overtime should be no longer than three 
hours in a day and should not be more than 36 
hours in a month.  Thailand’s law does not define daily overtime limits and sets the weekly limit for overtime at 36 
hours a week, thus allowing extremely long working days.
As mentioned previously, these factories are suppliers of FLA members 
and have agreed to follow the standards defined in the FLA code of 
conduct, which set the maximum weekly working hours at 60h/week, 
including overtime. The results of the SCOPE and SCAT clearly show 
that 48% of workers reported working hours that exceed the FLA 
code limit (36% in China and 53% in Thailand). The table below shows 
that overtime above the 60h/week limit was reported in all factories1.
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1  The FLA has no recent audit reports as the SOCCER Project factories were exempted from the Independent External 
Monitoring process for the time of the project. However, earlier audits of three participating factories report no overtime or that 
the problem was solved after remediation. 
% Worked more than 
8h per day
Worked more than 
60h per week
Worked more than 
6 days in a row
Never 13% 52% 79%
Rarely 12% 18% 8%
Sometimes/Often 61% 27% 8%
Always 14% 3% 5%
Table 2: Summary of reported working hours
Half of the workers reported to have worked 
more than 60 hours/week during the last three 
months. This situation, which violates the FLA 
code standards, has been reported in all of the
participating Soccer Project factories.
Table 3:  % of workers reporting more than 60h/week
Factory % of workers reporting OT 
exceeding FLA code limits 
Factory % of workers reporting OT 
exceeding FLA code limits 
Factory 1 China 22 Factory 1 Thailand 63
Factory 2 China 73 Factory 2 Thailand 17
Factory 3 China 45 Factory 3 Thailand 72
Factory 4 China 52 Factory 4 Thailand 86
Factory 5 China 60 Factory 5 Thailand 70
Factory 6 China 28 Factory 6 Thailand 55
Factory 7 China 17 Factory 7 Thailand 19
Factory 8 Thailand 79
Some evidence suggests work hours are underreported
The problem may be even greater. Even though reported hours were above the FLA code limits, there is some 
evidence suggesting that workers are under-reporting working hours. In Thailand, workers that receive regular training 
on hours of work are less likely to report overtime. We fear that in many cases training is not only used to 
communicate policies and regulations on hours of work, but also to coach workers on how to report (or not to 
report) working hours to outsiders.  
In China the evidence is less strong. Here we could not find a relationship between the training and the reporting of 
working hours. However, we found that those who are unaware of a policy or hours of work procedures tend to 
report fewer hours. Those who were aware of the regulations were also able to report if their actual working hours 
were beyond the limits. In China, workers only report overtime when they a) know the regulations that define 
overtime and b) when they feel that it is alright to do so. 
Comparing SCOPE & SCAT
Factors measured in SCOPE & SCAT
The SCOPE and SCAT instruments allow us to create eight scales measuring different factors that are important to 
comprehensively understand a factory’s situation regarding working hours. The different factors and what they 
measure are listed below.
Policy/Procedure 
SCAT/SCOPE: Is there a policy/procedure?  Does it contain the necessary information?
Training 
SCAT: Is there training on hours of work? What types of employees (managers, supervisors, workers) are trained? 
SCOPE: Did workers receive training on hours of work? How do they judge the quality of training?
Implementation
SCAT: How often do workers work overtime? Hong long are working hours in weeks with overtime (more than 48h) and weeks with 
excessive overtime (more than 60h)? What’s the percentage of workforce affected by overtime/excessive overtime? 
SCOPE: How often did workers work overtime in the last three months? How much did they work during overtime?
Documentation
SCAT: How are working hours documented and analyzed, if at all? 
SCOPE:  Can workers find confirmation of hours of work on their salary records? Did they feel they were not paid according to how much 
they worked? 
Communication/Worker’s Integration 
SCAT/SCOPE:  How much in advance are workers informed of overtime or scheduled rest days? Are workers involved in the design of 
work schedules? Are workers informed of their rights regarding hours of work and right to refuse overtime? Are they informed on the 
factory’s piece rate and quota system?
Productivity
SCAT: How is the factory’s production capacity calculated? What data source is applied to the calculation? Which factors are displayed in 
the production plan? 
SCOPE: Are workers informed on the expected piece rate per day? Has the daily target been achieved? 
Risk factors
SCAT: How often did risks occur with respect to factory-client relationship related risks (i.e. the buyer changed style/pre packs/ratios; the 
buyer demanded price reduction/untimely increase in quantity/shorter lead time; and problems with raw material or packaging from 
brand nominated suppliers),  factory related risks (i.e. machine break down, waste of production equipment,  reject level,  problems with 
raw materials and unfulfilled production plan),   and worker related risks (i.e.  worker absenteeism, worker demands for OT, worker 
shortage during peak times and shortage of skilled workers)? 
SCOPE: How often did situations caused by various risk factors occur? 
Awareness 
SCAT: Does management see any connection between higher accident  rates and lower production quality with overtime hours? Does 
management realize that working overtime does not necessarily reduce production costs?
SCOPE:  Do workers realize that working long hours will raise the risk of accidents and affect  their health? Are workers aware that they 
can refuse to work overtime?
General Workers Integration
SCAT: Are workers involved in the factory’s decision-making process? What issues are workers consulted on? What sort  of workers 
committees/unions exist? 
SCOPE: Do workers know of workers committees? Do they think the factory wants to include workers in the problem-solving process? 
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Different perspectives and perceptions
The bar chart (graph 2) directly compares the average results from SCAT and SCOPE. The comparison shows how 
management and workers perceive the situation in their factories, and where we can find differences and similarities. 
To create this  chart, the items described above were computed into one variable and adjusted on a scale from one 
to five. A score of one would indicate that the factory is deficient in this field (e.g., that they have no training or no 
communication). A score of five would indicate a very good performance, meaning that the factory not only has 
measures in place, but that these measures are comprehensive and sustainable. Below we explore some of the issues 
that had low scores on the scale for the both the SCOPE and SCAT, as well as those in which we found big gaps 
between the two surveys. 
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Factories confirm work hours exceed FLA limits
We have seen in the earlier section that a fair amount of workers reported long working hours (48% over 60h), and 
we have suggested that the real number might actually be higher. This hypothesis is strongly supported by the data 
from the SCAT, where we can see that the implementation score is extremely low. In other words, factory managers 
acknowledge that workers have frequently been working beyond the limits defined in the FLA code of conduct. In 
more detail: four out of the seven Chinese factories reported that during the last 12 months, workers had worked 
over 60 hours per week for two to five weeks.  Meanwhile, two out of the four Thai factories who answered this 
question reported this was the case for six to ten weeks. One Thai factory even reported this happened in 11 to 15 
weeks. Furthermore, when asked the question on the percentage of the affected workforce when workers had to 
work more than 60h, the majority of managers reported that more than 60% of the workforce was affected 
whenever overtime occurred.
Hours of Work detail not provided to workers  
Management claimed to have a fairly good documentation system (average score 4.49), however workers reported 
more problems in regards to this issue (average score 3.37). Looking closer, we saw that factories did document the 
hours of work, sick days and late arrivals, and a majority recorded rest days. All Chinese factories and all but one Thai 
factory recorded long periods of work and overtime. This  is quite contradictory to what workers have reported: 42% 
of workers reported that the salary record did not contain information 
on regular hours and 20% reported overtime was not recorded on the 
salary slip. In fact, their salary slips often did not distinguish between 
regular hours and overtime, and rest and sick days were hardly ever 
mentioned;
The different results from SCAT and SCOPE most likely stem from the 
fact that although management is recording this  data, they do not include it on the pay-slip that is given to workers. 
Thus workers often fail to make the connection between regular pay and overtime pay. Not surprisingly, 20% of 
workers felt that they should have been paid more than they were. Information given to workers was not 
transparent about the overtime hours they worked. 
Workers are not integrated when it comes to working hours
Another area where we can observe substantial differences in the SCAT and SCOPE results is the integration of 
workers into “Hours of Work” procedures (2.98 in SCOPE and 3.43 in SCAT). Despite management’s  claims, 
workers do not feel that they are integrated in decision making processes with regard to working hours. We can see 
that workers are only informed on very short notice; only 25% know in advance if they have to work overtime the 
next day or not. Some workers (9%) are not even aware that they have the right to refuse overtime. In comparison, 
40% of managers reported that they usually inform workers at least one day in advance in case of overtime. In 
response to the statement “workers are informed in writing that they can reject overtime without having to fear any 
negative consequences,” 13 out of 15 factories regarded it as absolutely or mostly true. 
Workers and management are not aware of the risks related to working hours
SCOPE and SCAT results in China and Thailand both show that awareness of risks related to extensive overtime is 
low. For example, only three out of 15 factory managers agreed that the risk of accidents or minor incidents is higher 
during overtime hours. Eight out of 15 factory managers believe that good workers can keep their efficiency level all 
the time. We can also see that management is personally very satisfied with their compliance performance in regards 
to hours of work. This is rather surprising given that implementation is low. It seems that factory management is not 
always aware of the extent to which they are noncompliant in this area. 
It is quite understandable that when management is not aware of the risks and problems related to long working 
hours, workers could hardly do better. In China, 30% of workers did not consider long working hours as affecting 
health. In Thailand, that percentage is 60%.  In both countries, over 70% of workers did not relate higher risk of 
accidents to long working hours. Although many workers (65%) are regularly trained on working hours, their level of 
awareness is not higher. This is another indicator that, as we suggested previously, training may be used in part to 
coach workers on how to report overtime to the outside world.  
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Payslips often do not separately list regular 
hours and overtime. Thus workers often fail to 
see why their salary is as high (or low) as it is. 
Not surprisingly 20% of workers felt that they 
should have been paid more than they were. 
Factors that impact working hours
Migrant workers are more likely to have long hours of work 
Analyzing the different socioeconomic factors and their influence on hours of work, we can see that migrant workers 
are most likely to work long hours and extensive overtime. The relationship is most striking in China, where the odds 
of working more overtime are three times higher for a migrant worker than for a local one. 2 In Thailand, due to the 
small number of migrants, the result is not statistically significant, but we nevertheless observe that migrant workers 
tend to work more. This result is also consistent with the observation made in SCAT. Factories with more migrants 
(over 80%) also tend to impose more overtime on their workers.3
We can explain this phenomenon with the observation that migrant workers are often more vulnerable to abusive 
working situations, as they are willing to accept whatever working conditions in order to make some money.4  The 
FLA has also learned from past experience that migrant workers usually demand overtime, as they came to the city 
with the desire to making as much money as possible in a short time. In addition, migrant workers are often less 
informed on the risks related to long working hours. 
Preventing risks helps to keep working hours low 
While Thailand and China have different patterns of overtime working, the SCOPE 
results on risk prevention show the same interesting trend: running a logistic regression, 
we can see a unit increase in the risk prevention scale decreases the odds of overtime by 
40%.5 In other words, preventing risks leads to a significant reduction in working hours.
If we look at the results  in detail, we can see that it is mainly three risk factors that 
increase working hours: interruptions due to lack of new parts/tools, quality errors requiring work to be done again, 
and untrained workers. When these situations occur, the likelihood of long working hours (more than 60h/week) will 
raise significantly. Thus we can conclude that if the factory manages to prevent interruptions due to lack of new tools 
or other necessary parts, and if they train workers to a degree so that they possess the necessary skills to feel 
confident in their work and achieve 
high quality, a factory can significantly 
reduce their working hours. 
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2 In logistic regression, the odds ratio for being migrant is 3.11 (Exp(B)), at 0.05 significant level, holding other explanatory variables 
constant.
3 SCALE Implementation: Mean for factories with less than 80% =1.9, Mean for factories with 80% or more= 2.5. T-test significant 
at 0.01. 
4 Empirical studies on the conditions of the Chinese migrant workers have documented illegal long working hours (e.g. Kwan, 
2000), discrimination in earnings (e.g. Au and Nan, 2007; Wang, 2007), inferior living conditions (e.g. Guang and Zheng, 2005), lack 
of social insurance  (e.g. Nielsen et al., 2005), and restricted/limited leisure time (e.g. Jacka, 2005). 
References: Au, L-Y & Nan, S 2007,  Chinese Women Migrants and the Social Apartheid,  Development, v. 50, iss. 3, pp. 76-82. 
Guang, L & Zhang, L 2005, Migration as the Second Best Option: Local Power and Off-farm Employment, China Quarterly, v.181, 
pp. 22-45.
Jacka, T 2005, Finding a Place: Negotiations of Modernization and Globalization among Rural Women in Beijing, Critical Asian 
Studies, v.37, pp. 51-74. 
Kwan, A 2000, Report from China: Producing for Adidas and Nike, Clean Clothes Campaign: Improving Working Conditions in the 
Global Garment Industry, http://www.cleanclothes.org/companies/nike00-04.htm 
Nielsen,  I; Nyland,  C;  Smyth, R; Zhang, M.  and Zhu, C 2005, Which Rural Migrants receive social insurance in Chinese Cities: 
Evidence from Jiangsu Survey Data, Global Social Policy, v5, pp. 353-381.
Wang, M 2007, Migrant Workers vs. Urban Local Workers: Employment Opportunities and Earnings Differentials in Urban China, 
Indian Journal of Labour Economics, v. 50, iss. 3, pp. 541-54.
5 In the full sample, the odds ratio for the risk prevention scale is 0.405 (Exp(B)), at 0.01 significant level, holding other explanatory 
variables constant. In the sub-samples for China and Thailand, the odds ratio for the risk prevention scale is 0.221 (Exp(B)) and 
0.461 (Exp(B)), respectively, both at 0.01 significant level.
A unit increase in the risk 
prevention scale decreases 
the odds of overtime by 40%.  
In addition to these worker and factory related 
issues, the SCAT data shows that preventing risks 
stemming from supplier-client relationship may also 
contribute to reducing working hours. As shown in 
the bar chart below (Graph 4), factories with 
higher risks stemming from their clients have a 
lower average score when it comes to sticking to 
hours of work regulations. Factory managers 
reported recurring problems related to clients 
sourcing behavior. 57% of the Chinese factories 
and 13% of the Thai factories reported that 
situations, such as buyers changing requirements 
on how goods are to be packaged for shipment 
and ratios at short notice, or making an untimely increase in ordered quantity, happened several times a year. Five 
Chinese managers and four Thai managers referred to the situation that raw material or packing material supplied by 
brand nominated suppliers arrived in a damaged condition or late at least once. Such situations lead to overtime. 
These results clearly show that certain sourcing strategies and behaviors make it 
more difficult if not impossible for factories to stick to the hours of work 
regulations. But if put positively, this also suggests that by making compliance an 
integral part of sourcing, the buyer can strongly support the implementation of 
working hours regulations.
Conclusion
Factories should strive to lower working hours
The FLA finds that the use of excessive working hours is widespread in the factories participating in the Soccer 
Project, and that indeed the problem is even greater than we can baseline based on evidence that workers 
underreport working hours. While all workers are impacted to some degree by this, migrant workers seem to 
experience greater adverse impacts. 
Literature has repeatedly shown that long working 
hours reduce quality, increase accidents and bring 
health hazards6. The SCOPE and SCAT surveys do 
not generate any data that allows conclusive 
results on these issues. However, we do find 
considerable evidence to support the proposition 
that extensive overtime is not economical and 
does not improve a factory’s profitability. 
For one, we can see that those workers who 
reported that they were very likely to work 
excessive overtime7  are less likely to fulfill their 
targets.  As shown in Graph 5, workers who 
always managed to achieve the required rate 
quota, had the lowest percentage (44%) reporting overtime. In comparison, among those who never or rarely 
reached the target, 61% said to work longer hours. As mentioned above, insufficiently trained workers tend to work 
long hours to make up for the lack of speed and quality that results from not being properly trained. However 
SCOPE data shows that this does not increase the likelihood of fulfilling set targets.
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6  In the research literature, there is a large body of studies on the adverse affect of long hours of work on workers’ health and 
wellbeing.  Studies looking at specific industries and occupations or drawing on large scale cross-industry data in various countries 
have detected growing evidence of a relation between the long working hours and an increased risk of workplace injuries or 
occupational illness (e.g., Caruso, 2006; Dembe et al.  2005; IES, 2003; Schuster & Rhodes, 1985). Nevertheless,  understanding of the 
impact of overtime work on workplace injuries remains equivocal.  Research indicates the effects of long work hours may be more 
complex than a simple direct relationship between a certain high number of work hours and risks. 
References: 
Caruso, C C, 2006 “Possible Broad Impacts of Long Work Hours”, Industrial Health, 44:531-536.
Dembe, A E; Erickson, J B; Delbos,  R G & Banks,  S M, 2005 “The Impact of Overtime and Long Work Hours on Occupational 
Injuries and Illnesses: New Evidence from the United States”, Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 62:588-597.
The Institute of Employment Studies (IES), 2003 Working Long Hours: A Review of the Evidence. Volume 1 main report. 
Employment Relations Research Series No.16. Department of Trade and Industry.
Schuster, M & Rhodes, S. 1985 “The Impact of Overtime Work on Industrial Accident Rates”, Industrial Relations, 24:234-246.
7 More than 60h/ week.
The SCAT data shows that preventing 
risks stemming from supplier-client 
relationship contributes to reduced 
working hours.
The SCAT results also indicate that the amount of working hours is not related to turn over rates.8 This data opposes 
the often voiced assumption that overtime is a necessary retention strategy in order to keep workers from leaving 
the factory. Similarly, longer hours do not improve the quality of production. As a matter of fact, suppliers with less 
working hours report that their 
products meet their buyers request 
in 98% of the cases, while those with 
higher working hours indicate an 
average 95%.  Overtime also doesn’t 
improve delivery time. In fact, 
factories with fewer working hours 
are more likely to deliver on time 
(see Graph 6). The SCAT data clearly 
shows that overtime is counter-
productive to raising a factory’s 
quality and efficiency. 
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8 Implementation score equal to or greater than 2:: average TOR = 6.2089.
Implementation score less than 2: average TOR = 7.1532. 
 Suppliers with less overtime 
manage to meet their buyers 
request more often than those 
with frequent, extensive 
overtime.
